Facing Death as a Jew
By Rabbi Eric J. Siroka

I

n his insightful essay on death in Jewish tradition, psychologist Henry Abramovitch reminds us that “Everything undertaken prior to
the funeral is done to honor the deceased while
almost everything performed after burial is done for
the sake of the mourners” (emphasis added).* Even
in the aftermath of the death of a loved one, Judaism aims to provide comfort and meaning to
the living. In this light, we as individual Jews, as
well as a Jewish community, are encouraged to
understand the system that has developed over
the centuries to give us a methodical, logical, and
hopeful way of mourning our losses when they
occur. So too do we come to understand that
much of the biblical and traditional references to
death, the afterlife, and immortality of the soul
are clearly metaphoric. As human beings, we are
limited in our ability to know “what lies beyond
the grave,” and what we consider regarding death
and the hereafter are meant, of course, to aid us in
managing this sensitive, emotional, and perplexing topic.
Therefore we seek to use the
many opportunities of sacred
memorial to transform our
sadness and adversity into the
enduring strength that sustains and enriches us during
our precious lifetime. These rites include sitting shiva (the more intense seven-day period of
mourning immediately following the burial of a
loved one, defined specifically in Jewish tradition
as one’s parent, sibling, child or spouse); observing
yahrzeit (the yearly anniversary of the death); and
attending yizkor (memorial) services, which are
customarily part of the observance of key holidays
through the year.

not only comforting the dying and supporting
the bereaved at moments of loss and memorial.
Overcoming such diﬃculty leads to the truly empowering prospect of personal growth for all involved. This is the reason that Judaism has placed
great emphasis on memorial rituals—not that we
can aﬀect the status of our loved ones now deceased, but rather that we can shape our perspective on the sanctity of life. From saying kaddish (a
doxology of praise that is recited in memory of
the deceased) to visiting cemeteries to dedicating
memorial plaques at Temple, these actions and
more elevate our understanding of the preciousness of life.
Many of us have learned the adage “the best revenge is to live well” (or something similar). The
ancient rabbis teach the same idea much more
powerfully: In Mishna Avot 2:9 we read “repent
one day before your death.” Because no person
knows when that time will be,
each of us ought to view each
day as if it were possibly our
last. We read also in Mishkan
T’fila, the current prayer book
of the Reform movement in
Judaism: “We do best homage
to our dead when we live our
lives more fully, even in the shadow of our loss.
For each of our lives is worth the life of the whole
world.” In this way we are challenged to create
lives of meaning in which we strive to fulfill the
blessing of being created b’tzelem elohim—fashioned in the image of God.

We do best homage to
our dead when we live
our lives more fully.

Of course, there are profound possibilities for
spiritual renewal provided by these episodes—

*Henry Abramovitch, “Death,” in Arthur A. Cohen and
Paul Mendes-Flohr, eds., Contemporary Jewish Religious
Thought: Original Essays on Critical Concepts, Movements,
and Beliefs (New York: The Free Press, 1987).
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